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1.0 Introduction 
In this proposed project I want to investigate how Shakespeare’s 400-year-old play, 
Titus Andronicus, can find its expression in a postmodern and feminist context and 
for what effects. For this purpose I have chosen to analyse Titus (1999), Julie 
Taymor’s filmic adaptation of the play. Being a play about violence and revenge set 
in Roman time, Taymor’s film transfers it into a postmodern world of violence as 
entertainment. Baring in mind Taymor’s feminist background one could assume that 
the film might also, at least to some extent, rely on feminist poetics or politics.  
 
1.1 Problem definition:  
The synopsis will thus take its point of departure in a contextual outline of 
postmodernism and women’s cinema. By providing an outline of the concepts of 
space and spectacle, the analysis should concentrate on the space where abstract 
commentary takes place in the scenes called the Penny Arcade Nightmares, by asking 
the following question:  
 
What are the elements that point towards a consideration of Julie Taymor’s 
Titus as being not only postmodern by also relying on feminist poetics/politics? 
 
This project is thus designed to take form via a methodological analysis of the 
creation of the film’s poetics and will consequently lead to a perspective on violence 
as entertainment.  
 
2.0. Theories on Postmodernism and Women’s Cinema 
The topics of postmodernism and feminism in film have become evident in recent 
studies in the area of feminist theory. Dealing with Taymor’s film in this context, as 
evidence of a postmodern and potentially ‘feminist’ consciousness on the 
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filmmaker’s part, Shakespeare’s original play has entered a new critical space of 
interpretation in which postmodern and feminist film conventions rule.  
According to Maggie Humm postmodern film is characterised by its radical break 
from history. “In postmodernism history ceases to be a totalising singular discourse 
but an ever-moving constellation.” (Humm (1997): 169). The “…pleasures of parody, 
pastiche and the spectacular…” (Humm (1997): 142) are favoured, meaning that the 
film exploits these specific performing arts in its expression. Thus she argues further 
that what characterises postmodern films is that they “…foreground the gap between 
cinematic illusion and social reality.” (Humm (1997): 144). The notion of history 
complies with the way Taymor mixes characteristic elements from particular 
historical periods, creating a new constellation of history in Titus.  
When talking about women’s cinema there has to be a distinction between what is 
considered ‘feminine’ and what is considered ‘feminist’. ‘Feminine’ suggests that 
there are qualities typical of women, conventionally regarded as being gentle, delicate 
and pretty, while ‘feminist’ refers to someone who actively supports the idea of 
women having the same rights and opportunities as men.  
The notion of having a feminine aesthetic is debated in women’s cinema, and, 
according to Teresa de Laurentis, deconstruction, destructuring or even the 
destruction of the terms which are used in this debate “…point less to a “feminine 
aesthetic” than to a feminist deaesthetic.” (de Laurentis (2004): 210). In the context 
of feminist filmmaking, deaesthetizising means questioning the notion of having a so-
called ‘female’ or ‘feminine’ aesthetic by identifying the problem of remaining 
“caught in the master’s house”, as Audre Lorde puts it. (Lorde in de Laurentis (2004): 
196). Remaining caught in the master’s house means failing to break free from the 
conventions of mainstream cinema and thus not being able to establish women’s 
cinema as a ‘counter-cinema’ to mainstream cinema. Escaping the master’s house is 
possible in presenting other modes of identification to the spectator, i.e. constructing 
new subjects and objects of social vision. 
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Finally, it should be noted that demands for ‘a new language of desire’ and a 
‘destruction of visual pleasure’, i.e. “…if by that one alludes to the traditional, 
classical and modernist, canons of aesthetic representation…”, (de Laurentis (2004): 
210) has been met in a redefinition of both private and public space.  
Women’s cinema has shifted its focus from the text to the spectator, or to “…an 
aesthetic of reception.” (de Laurentis (2004: 206). Thus the spectator becomes “…the 
film’s primary concern – primary in the sense that it is there from the beginning, 
inscribed in the filmmaker’s project and even in the very making of the film.” (de 
Laurentis (2004): 206). 
 
3.0 The notion of Space - ancient and ultra modern 
The film is set in a frame in which a young boy is taken away from playing a violent 
game of war and drawn into a nightmarish play of violence. Consequently, he 
becomes a spectator to the cause of events but occasionally he plays an active part of 
the play. In the end of the film the frame is completed when the young boy is seen 
walking into the sunrise, carrying Tamora’s and Aaron’s baby, leaving the spectator 
with a sense of hope for the future. 
In the main body of the film, the filmic version of Shakespeare’s play, Taymor seems 
to create spaces which are omnipotent especially in terms of time, understood both 
historically as well as in a more general sense.  
In his play Titus Andronicus, Shakespeare was inspired by ancient Roman and Greek 
dramas and myths. He set his play in Roman times to suggest the existence of 
violence and revenge as being integral parts of human nature. Taymor is true to this 
understanding but she expands it by creating spaces which are both separate from 
each other and integral parts of a third space which can be labelled ‘postmodern 
ancient’, meaning a “postmodernization” of the ancient time. In this space she creates 
a mixture not only of the ancient and the postmodern but she also manages to include 
elements from the modern times of the 1940s and 1950s. Europe in Fascist Italy, 
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Mussolini’s government building at the EUR, to modern cars and iconic women 
figures e.g. Grace Kelly and Marilyn Monroe.  
 
3.1 Historical space exemplified 
Taymor’s use of Benito Mussolini’s government building in the EUR manifests her 
keen sense of location. This building symbolises in itself a unification of historical 
periods, i.e. the Roman Empire and Mussolini’s Fascist Italy, and Taymor uses it in 
order to create a space where she combines different elements which are 
characteristic of particular historical periods marked by styles of fashion, music 
genres, and even different types of cars etc. Thus the building itself and the space 
created in and around it seems to capture the essence of the ancient and the ultra 
modern. Despite this somewhat ambiguous fusion Taymor is able to create a space, 
or, as Walker calls it, a “…postmodern mise-en-scéne…” which eventually presents 
the film as an “…eclectic collage...” (Walker (2002): 194). By selecting a mixture of 
many different things or people from a wide historical and cultural spectrum, 
accentuating the best of all of them, she uses these as fragments to form a whole 
picture/space.  
 
3.2 Metatheatrical space  
Shakespeare often included little plays within his plays, and punch-lines which reveal 
the morale of the play. Similarly, Taymor creates a notion of ‘theatre-within-a-film’ 
when in the final ‘Feast’ she surprisingly shifts from the dining room within the walls 
of Titus’ house to a staged dining room in an arena similar to an old Roman coliseum, 
which includes spectators looking down at the spectacle taking place at the centre of 
the coliseum. The spectator realises at this point that the whole film might have been 
intended as a spectacle all along.     
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It should especially be noted that all the spectators in the coliseum are dressed in 
modern clothes which seeks to provoke an immediate identification between the 
spectators of the film and the spectators within the film.  
 
4.0 Spectacle and the spectator  
From being embodied in the Roman gladitorial fights to becoming a term of art in 
theater dating from the 17th century in English drama, i.e. in the time when William 
Shakespeare’s plays were performed at the famous Globe Theatre (org. 1599), the 
general definition of spectacle has remained the same: an event that is memorable for 
the appearance it creates. What makes spectacle efficient or appealing is the fact that 
it relies on the workings of paradox. The paradox consists of the fact that the 
gladiatorial fights were both considered spectacles of violence and entertainment. 
This paradox is also evident in Shakespeare’s Titus Andronicus in that it deals with 
the horror of violence while at the same time some of the acts of grotesque violence 
border on being humorous. An example of this is the game on words in the scene 
where Aaron chops off Titus’ hand. Instead of “Lend me thy hand…” Titus might as 
well have said: Help me.  
 
Titus: 
Come hither, Aaron. I’ll deceive them both: 
Lend me thy hand and I will give thee mine.  
(Bate (1995): 3.1.187-8: 199). 
 
Since the main purpose of a spectacle is to entertain, the spectator becomes an 
integral part of the performance, creating a strong dynamic. The relationship between 
the spectator and what is being performed is unique in the sense that it creates a 
“critical space of analysis” where the spectator is within the spectacle.  
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5.0 The “Penny Arcade Nightmares”  
In the film, as well as in her theatre production, Julie Taymor creates an “abstract 
commentary space” labelled as the ‘Penny Arcade Nightmares’. What characterises 
these scenes is that they are all set in a ‘border-space’ between reality and illusion 
and that they all can be categorised as spectacles. Additionally, the title ‘Penny 
Arcade Nightmare’ emphasises this ambiguity in the combination of entertainment 
(the penny arcade) and horror (nightmare). McCandless suggests that Taymor has 
found her inspiration in the freak show, the public spectacles of monstrous hybrids of 
human and animal, thus created her own hybrids, namely the ‘lamb-man’ [Titus’ son, 
Mutius], ‘doe-girl’ [Lavinia] and ‘tiger-boys’ [Chiron and Demetrius]. Incorporating 
the ‘freakishness’ of the man-animal hybrids into the horror of the nightmares 
essentially creates a feeling of the spectacle of violence as entertainment, presented in 
a kind of cyber-reality or cyber-space, beyond imagination yet appallingly familiar, 
in which violence becomes the vehicle for the way in which events unfold. Taymor 
uses, in Brechtian terms, the ‘Verfremdungseffekt’ in order to “evoke a critical 
distance and attitude in the spectators, in order to arouse them to take action against, 
rather than simply to accept, the state of society and behaviour represented on the 
stage.” (Abrams (2005): 5). On this note, what is essential about these scenes is that 
they add an important aspect to the perception of the characters and the film in 
general by showing the spectator that things might not be what they seem. The 
freakish nightmares, previously confined to the abstract commentary space, become 
reality. “Suddenly the whole play is a penny-arcade nightmare. Or rather Taymor 
positions the spectator to discern that it has been so all along.” (McCandless (2003) 
[2002]: 6).  
The Penny Arcade Nightmare with the ‘biker clown’ and the heads in jars, a spectacle 
of violation, “…provocatively collapse[s] the theatrical and the actual, bringing the 
side show… into the main show.” It becomes even more perverse than the previous 
nightmares “…in seeming actual rather than representational; because the audience 
 7 
shares Titus’ spectator perspective, they potentially share his perception of the 
displayed body parts as real.” (McCandless (2003) [2002]: 6). The Penny Arcade 
Nightmares can be said to eventually cause the theatrical and the actual to collapse, 
bringing the side show into the main show. That is, illusion is ambiguously 
transformed into reality creating an uncertainty about what is real and what is not. 
 
6.0 Conclusion  
The film could be seen as Shakespeare’s Roman tragedy of violence and revenge 
turned into a postmodern spectacle with a feminist intent. Space and spectacle are 
essential elements when analysing the film as a hybrid, a mixture of film and theatre. 
Taymor’s creation of and working with spaces and how violence can be situated and 
manifested in these different spaces, resulting in an omnipotent space, could be seen 
as an expression of postmodernist films. The spectacle is characterised by 
exaggeration which accentuates the play’s point. The dramatic form already relies on 
staging. However, in Taymor’s film there is an element of excess where the staging is 
concerned, suggesting that the staging of the spectacle has exceeded to a meta-level. 
This suggestion of a meta-staging of the spectacle could provoke a paradoxical 
feeling of both alienation and entertainment in the spectator.  
The feminist intent behind the film comes out in the Penny Arcade Nightmares in that 
they could present a possibility for the spectator to envisage him/herself as a subject 
and hence become engaged in a process of self-definition. The critical space which is 
enforced by the Penny Arcade Nightmares could also be used as a postmodern 
platform of questioning and renegotiating how the spectator feels about violence as 
entertainment in the postmodern age. 
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7.0 Perspective 
The critical view on ‘gender roles’ in the film should be discussed. How are ‘gender 
roles’ represented in the film and how do they correspond to the feminist intent? In 
connection to this, one could look at the function of ‘the gaze’ in gender constitution 
and for this purpose give examples of ‘the gaze’ in relation to the characters. 
In the postmodern age women’s cinema is continually seeking new modes of 
expression and is no longer aimed at an all-women audience, which Julie Taymor’s 
Titus is an example of. However, feminist filmmakers are still, and will be in the 
future, engaged in gender issues.  
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